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THE WRECK OF THE MS OLIVA
Background

Before daybreak on 16 March 2011, the Maltese-

registered MS Oliva cargo carrier ran aground on

Nightingale Island, the neighbour island to Tristan da

Cunha; both are volcanic islands in the South Atlantic.

The ship contained 1,500 metric tons of crude oil and

a cargo of 60,000 metric tons of soya beans. The oil

spill spread around Nightingale with the result that as

many as 200,000 penguins were threatened.
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Chapter 1

“I am sorry Julian. It’s too risky; you’re too

young and it’s too dangerous”, explained

Trevor. Trevor was Head of Tristan da

Cunha’s Conservation Department and

head of the diving team. He was also

head of the Darwin Initiative, a

conservation project for the

approximately 260 islanders. Kirsty

was the clerk of the department and Julian and

George worked under him.

Poor Julian walked away along the long, grey and

cemented road. It stretched for approximately 30

meters or so ahead of him. When he got home, Julian

sat on his bunk and buried his head in his hands. He

was very disappointed that he could not go diving.

The Wreck of the MS Oliva 1



All of a sudden he

remembered what

Captain Lazaros of the

MS Oliva had said on the

radio. Everyone’s help

was needed to save the

tufted Rock Hopper

penguins

He looked over the tips of his fingers out of the

window at the sea and found his resolve. Julian set out

to do what he needed to do to save the penguins that

had become covered with the oil from the wreck of the

MS Oliva.

He found his swim suit and goggles in the

closet in his room and went to the

Conservation Office and into Trevor’s room.

Julian knew he could get in a lot of trouble,

but, he did it anyway. 
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He quickly picked up an air tank and left. He went down

the road, turned left and went to the garage, where

the conservation’s outboards were kept, looking for an

outboard motor for the dinghy. He grabbed the keys

for the boat house belonging to Conservation and got

some extra petrol. With everything he needed in place,

Julian got in the boat and started the outboard. It

was easy. He’d done it many times before; only this

time it was without supervision.
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Julian set out to do what he’d wanted to do in the

first place—before Trevor said no. After a voyage that

took him along most of the rocky and treacherous

coastline, which did have gentler grass land above, he

finally saw the area of the wreck in the distance.

Nightingale Island floated out of the mists. Was he up

to his task?
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Chapter 2 

Julian jumped out of the boat and into the

water. The water was a clear sparkling

blue. He could just make out parts of the

wreck under the surface in the distance.

It looked like an old rusty truck

covered in seaweed. Julian used a diving

tank and took off his trousers and t-

shirt and started swimming towards the

image of what he’d seen. Before long he

noticed in the depths below him some of

the weirdest seaweed floating upwards

from the bottom of the ocean. He had to

have a better look. When he dove down

Julian noticed the seaweed looked to be

a glowing blue. How was that possible in

the blue depths of the South Atlantic?

Yet, there it was standing out from all

the other seaweeds around it. 
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Julian had to understand the magic of the glowing blue

sea weed. He picked a lot of it and took it back to the

office to do experiments. He had only just begun to

crush it up and pour it into the tester. It wasn’t long

into his experiments that Julian saw Trevor arrive

back. He quickly hid what he’d found and made himself

useful by cleaning Trevor’s desk. 

Trevor wasn’t fooled. He saw that Julian was being sly

and thought something suspicious was going on. He

sat down by his desk staring at Julian.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing”, answered Julian almost in a whisper.

But was it nothing, Julian thought to himself, afraid

that his hands might be glowing blue?
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Chapter 3

Julian woke up early thinking of a theory about the

seaweed because, when he had tested it before, it had

eaten itself up. He ran to the office. The blue seaweed

in his experimental test tubes had “eaten up” the oil.

He got out all the experiments he’d set up and the
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black oils were dissolved in all of them. He had to get

out the boat again to the sea bed with the blue

seaweed. Maybe more of the magic blue seaweed could

save the sick and oiled-covered penguins.

When he had enough seaweed, it was time to test his

theory. Julian found some sad looking Rock Hoppers

from Nightingale in an enclosure on Tristan. They were

usually on Nightingale but had been brought to Tristan
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by boat to see what could

be done for them. 

Some of their tufts were

long and some short but

they were normally always

yellow. Since the oil spill,

they were all black. Julian

held their heads and

poured on the mixture. He

gave them the experimental

seaweed and waited. When

he saw them improve, he

gave them some more. 

Julian was watching the

penguins when he heard a boat being pulled up on the

beach. He ran away as fast as he could and fell in the

gutter. He stopped for breath. Just as Julian thought

Trevor would grab him by the scruff of his neck, he saw

that Trevor was pleased. He was smiling because the
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magic blue seaweed had saved the penguins. It seemed

to have all the nutrition the penguins needed. 

Re-assured, Julian told Trevor what he’d done. 

“I went to Nightingale … I know I shouldn’t have, but …

I wanted to help … I found this strange blue seaweed

… You’ll never guess what it does … I tested it … ”

Julian was rambling on nervously.

He then showed Trevor the glowing blue, special

seaweed. 

“I gave it to all the penguins I could and none of the

ones who ate it died.”

“Well, maybe you should save the rest of them then”,
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Trevor said gruffly as they headed to the office to look

at Julian’s experiments.

It turned out that Julian’s discovery saved all the

penguins. Only four of nearly 3200 on Tristan da

Cunha died.

Julian became famous on Tristan da Cunha as the boy

who found the magic seaweed. 

… 

“Today’s radio report comes from Administrator

Sean Burns: There is an awful scene around

Nightingale Island with oil from the stricken MS Oliva
eight miles offshore and more or less around the whole
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island. The slick ranges from thin films of oil, small

balls and larger clumps of tar with the smell of diesel

everywhere. The Tristan Conservation team led by

Trevor Glass is busy doing what they can to clean up

Northern Rock Hopper Penguins presently coming

ashore smothered

in oil ….”

Julian turned off

the radio and ran to

get ready for

school. He’d head to

the Conservation

Department later

to see how he could

help save the

penguins. Blue

seaweed? Huh! Had

he been dreaming?
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